A genetic approach to species criteria in the amoeba genus Naegleria using allozyme electrophoresis.
The present study employs allozyme electrophoresis to characterize and inter-relate 61 isolates of Naegleria. Diploidy was confirmed, with heterozygotes observed at 29 of the 33 loci established and in all but two isolates. With a single exception, isolates clustered at two levels of similarity, either below 21% or above 52%. It is argued that such a major discontinuity provides a sound biological basis for a species concept in Naegleria. On this basis the present species-level taxonomy does not reflect the genetic diversity of the genus. The study recognized 18 genetic groups of species rank. The subspecies N. australiensis italica deserves specific rank; additional thermophilic species not closely related to N. fowleri and N. lovaniensis are recognized; and N. gruberi as currently conceived is a complex of 10 species, at least five of which are represented in the formal culture collections. Most species are genetically too different for relationships to be elucidated by allozyme electrophoresis, supporting the view that some of the times of divergence within the genus are extremely ancient.